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ABSTRACT 

Increased Department of Education (ED) interest in 
rural education has been part of the awakening of federal concern for 
rural American issues. In response to a 1979 Presidential mandate to 
define and address the needs of rural America, the ED has identified 
basic problems of rural education that lend themselves to solution by 
the federal government: poor federal- school communication; ambiguous 
rural data: lack cf rural resources and personnel; and government 
lack of appropriate strategies, formula, criteria, and procedures for 
rural education. In addition, for fiscal 19B2, the ED has proposed a 
"Rural Network," an information sharing, technical assistance method 
of addressing the special needs of rural and. small schools. Proposed 
"Network" services include rural education outreach, locally 
initiated rural jeducation research, an updated rural data base, 
extension service models, identification of successful rural 
practices, and information dissemination. Other recent significant 
events indicating increased awareness cf the importance of rural 
issues include the funding of a rural school Network by the Office of 
Elementary and Secondary Education, the appointment of rural 
advocates within ED, an attempt to eliminate anta-r-ural bias in 
Office of Education regulations and criteria, and a National 
Institute of Education study advocating the acceptance of the reality 
of rural America. (SB) 
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Rural Education: 
The Federal Response 

The President announced a rural initiative December 20, 1979, 
in a report entitled "small community and rural development 
Initiative." This report included an executive mandate to define 
and address the needs of rural america by rallying the resources 
of all Departments of the Federal Government. Each Department 
was to submit a plan for an action agenda. 

Fortunately, we in the former Office of Education had already 
been alerted to rural concerns by aggrieved rural constituencies 
who had made their views heard through articulate writers and 
concerned congressional offices. consequently, when the president 
called for action, we in elementary and secondary education were 
already in action. 

In May 1979, we had conducted a National Seminary to develop a 
rural education federal agenda. more than 100 rural school 
administrators, education association executives, and researchers 
hammered out 28 recommendations describing how the federal 
Government might respond to emerging cr\sfrom rural and small 
schools for relief. these 28 recommendations were taken to 10 
regional meetings for confirmation by 500 grass-roots participants 
at the local and state levels. 
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This deliberative and time-consuming process was chosen because 
early in the listening process we picked up some sobering counsel 
as follows! 

1. The data on "rural inequity" reveal a puzzling portrait 
of the rural education condition because of the lack of a common 
definition of rural. the office of management and budget (0mb) 
classifies as rural all school districts that lie in non- 
metropolitan counties that are ml part of a standard metropolitan 
Statistical Area (SMSA) with a city of at least 50,000. The 
Census Bureau reports demographic data for school districts with 
enrollments over 300 students. The National Center for Educational 
Statistics uses average daily membership (ADM) using two 

DEFINITIONS OF "RURALNESS." THE MUNICIPAL YEAR BOOK 1976 LISTS 
COUNTIES CONTAINING CITIES OF 10,000 OR LARGER AS URBAN; ALL ELSE 

is rural. The Department of Agriculture classifies a non- 
metropolitan COUNTY AS ONE HAVING FEWER THAN 20,000 URBAN RESIDENTS 

that are not adjacent to a smsa. 

2, Some of the problems associated with rural inequities 
are not necessarily federally-caused nor are they amenable to a 
Federal remedy. State policies contribute to much of the rural 
burden. Furthermore, at the local level it is difficult to sort 
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out which governmental agency is causing which problem, this 
finding was highlighted by tom gjelton's study for the national 
Rural Center. 

3. There is a great fear of more Federal involvement in 
rural affairs on the part of many vocal rural educators, some 
recall that past federal responses to articulated educational 
problems have created new and even greater burdens to small and 
rural areas, this came through loud and clear at the ten 
regional roundtable. 

4, Finally, though rural constituents were anguished by 
their frustrations with cash shortages and perceived unfairness, 
they were for the most part unable to pinpoint the exact cause 
of their problems nor to articulate specific remedies, a survey 
of 500 rural superintendents revealed general complaints but 
many blanks on exact provisions affecting them, 

it would therefore be patently foolhardy to rush to sweeping 
remedies, even if we knew what they were, however, almost one 
year after the president's initiative, we have identified several 
clearly basic problems which lend themselves to solutions by the 
Federal Government, These are as follows: 
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1. Rural areas and small schools are deprieved of basic 
communications about federal programs and opportunities. their 
isolation is compounded by their numbers. For example, most 
States and Federal agencies do not mail notices and applications 
to small school districts under 600. 

2. The data on rural inequity are ambiguous in part because 
the issue varies with the culture. the rural deep south and the 
Midwest grain belt have obviously different problems and 
perspectives. consider for example, the contrast between mileston, 
Mississippi and its black sharecropper population and Devils 

Lake, North Dakota with its huge farms and $60,000 tractors. 

3. Small schools do not have the personnel nor resources 
to seek Federal (nor State) resources competitively, nor to deal 
with accounting procedures that follow. (these are usually 
referred as "red tape.") 

4. There is a paucity of strategies for addressing the 
problems associated with the characteristics of ruralness, i.e., 
isolation, smallness, sparsity, and differentness (rural culture), 
a concerted search is needed. 
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5. Finally, present Federal formula, criteria, and 
procedures do not mesh with the conditions of rural and small 
school education. this was best expressed by the nie-national 
Rural Center study's conclusion that "the structure of Federal 
aid programs is in several respects not well-matched to the 
characteristics of rural school systems, "...to the extent that 
a district's fortunes in receiving federal funds depends on its 
proposal-writing abilities, rural systems suffer because of lack 
of administrative personnel. where school systems are small, 
the administrative burden which follows from an involvement in a 
formula-based federal aid program often outweighs the associated 
benefits. Neither technical assistance nor recent efforts at 
paperwork control and the simplification of regulations have been 
able to alleviate those disadvantages . furthermore, the emphases 

ON PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT RATHER THAN PEOPLE DEVELOPMENT AND ON THE 
DELIVERY OF SERVICES TO RUP.Al. SCHOOLS RATHER THAN ON THE BUILDING 
OF THE SCHOOLS'' SELF-HELP CAPACITY ARE BOTH TENDENCIES WHICH 
AMOUNT TO A MIS-JUDGEMENT OF THE INSTITUTIONAL NEEDS OF RURAL 
SCHOOL SYSTEMS...." "THE RESEARCHER, ToM Gj ELTON FURTHER NOTED 
THAT IT IS HARD TO SHOW THERE HAS BEEN ANY MALICIOUS NEGLECT OF 
RURAL EDUCATION IN THIS NATION." GlVEN THESE FINDINGS AS CAVEATS, 
WHAT CAN BE DONE AT THE FEDERAL LEVEL TO RELIEVE THE RURAL 
CONCERNS? 
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The Department was called upon to make an appropriate response 
to the President's Initiative for the Budget Year 1982, We took 
the prudent and rational approach. building on current activities 
and using as our guidelines the 28 recommendations and the 
results of several small studies of the federal role, the 
Secretary proposed a 1.982 Initiative for Rural Education referred 
to as "Rural Network," The Network concept can briefly be 
described as an information-sharing, capacity-building and 
technical assistance approach to addressing the special needs of 
small and rural schools. 

This approach does not permanently reject some of the controversial 
recommendations and suggestions for addressing rural education 
needs, such as a rural education act, rllral set asides, or 
weighted criteria and formula. 

Instead it responds to what appears to be the most obvious, and 
possibly to the real genesis, of rural education problems. 

In broad outlines, the ED has proposed to the Office of Manage- 
ment and Budget at. the request of the President the following 
services for FY 1982 under the code word "Network." 
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1. A Rural Outreach Service 

This program would fund a rural education outreach 
office in each state education agency to conduct small and rural 
school needs assessments, design solutions, develop consortia 
and linkages, identify resources, and provide technical assistance 
to help these schools compete more successfully. this might be 
supplemented by a small grant program for adoption of new 
practices, technical assistance training or for incentives to 
attract and keep personnel. 

2. Locally-Initiated Rural Research 

This would authorize and fund studies to define and 
explore solutions to the rural and small schools conditions. 
The studies would focus on schools with enrollments under 600 

PUPILS. 

3. Rural Data Base 

This would fund updating of present and new information 
services for rural and small schools. we would join the 
consortium of federal agencies supporting the national rural 
Center and increase^ funding of the ERIC/CRESS. 

4. Extension Service Models 

This would allow agencies or consortia of agencies to 
design and develop prototype models for the best configuration 
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of tapping and coordinating all available resources and 
delivering them in a efficient manner to small and rural schools, 
This might become the educational equivalent to the successful 
Agricultural extension service, 

5, Rural Successful Practices 

This program would identify, validate and disseminate 
these practices on a national basis and tie in with the national 
Diffusion Network. We can assume that some small and rural schools 
have dealt successfully with the rural conditions of isolation, 
spars ity, smallness and differentness that keep rural schools 
from serving their pupils. there are only five in the national 
Diffusion Network. 

6. Activating the Network 

This effort would address the problem of alienation of 
rural constituencies from the mainstream of information and policy 
making. ed would fund a hot line and newsletter to small schools, 
special drive-in conferences on rural problem, reactor panels, 
and other communicati to rural constituents concerning rural 
Federal policy and activities. 

SO FAR I HAVE SPOKEN OF A POSSIBLE FUTURE PROGRAM THAT 
MAY (OR MAY NOT) SURVIVE THE COMPETITION OF NATIONAL PRIORITIES 
IN A TIME OF BUDGET-BALANCING. EVEN IF THESE PROGRAMS DO NOT 
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MATERIALIZE IN 1981, THE PAST YEAR CAN BE SAID TO BE THE YEAR- 
OF~THE-RURAL- AWAKENING, TtlE PRESIDENT'S INITIATIVE IS SYMBOLIC 
OF A GENERAL GOVERNMENTS IDE CONSCIOUS-RAISING ABOUT RURAL 

issues i All agencies have responded, Some of the responses to 
this new rural awareness fofftell some basic and far-reaching 
changes in attitudes and subsequent policies toward rural and 
small schools, some of the more significant events are as follows j 

1, The Office of Ei ementary and Secondary Education has 
funded a rural school network, wlth this grant! 

- 7,856 small school superintendents were identified, 
Their addresses were put on a computerized mailing 
list at AASA, 

- A survey of these superintendents identified 1,600 
creative ideas for improving small schools, These 
will be catalogued, published and disseminated to 
the Network. 

- aasa is compiling the various definitions of rural 
presently used by the States for future study and 

possible use for federal policy consideration, 

2, All ED Program Assistant Secretaries have appointed 

PERSONS IN THEIR IMMEDIATE OFFICES TO BE RURAL "ADVOCATES," 
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These people handle constituent and Congressional communications 
and have caused a i3reater sensitivity to rural needs and problems 
within the agency i (though the enabling legislation for ed 
calls for coordinating the rural initiative in one place, to 
date this has not been permanently assigned/ 

3, a significant spin-off of the rtjral seminar in 1979 has 
been the formation of consortium of persons and organizations in 
the Washington, D, C, area concerned about rural education, . 
Their acronym, ORCE, stands for Organizations Concerned About 
Rural Education, This informal group, which includes Hill 
staffers, association representatives and government personnel, 
meets monthly to share information about rural activities, they 
serve as a sounding board for new ideas and prevent the duplication 
of efforts, 

4, all offices in oe have been directed to review their 
regulations and criteria with a view of eliminating anti-rural 
biases, in oese we cooperated with nie on a small but significant 
in-house field study to describe the impact of selected program 
policies on rural and small schools, that study entitled "the 
Rural Experience With Federal Education Aid/' was published 
September 1980. It will be used to launch a further review. and 
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EXAMINATION OF REGULATIONS. THIS ACTIVITY IS BEING REINFORCED 

by the September 19, 1980, passage of P.L. 96-354, the Regulatory 
Flexibility Act Effective January 1981, this law requires agencies 
to consider alternatives as follows: 

"...(1) the establishment of differing compliance or reporting 
requirements or timetables that take into account the resources 
available to small entities; 

"(2) the clarification, consolidation, or simplication of 
compliance and reporting requirements under the rule for such 
small entities; 

"(3) the use of performance rather than design standards." 

5. This fall NIE sponsored a small working conference to 
explore the use of advanced technology to serve rural schools. 
Also, the Office of Vocational Education in October funded a 
National Conference on "Linking Education and Work." These 
conference reports should be instructive for future technical 
assistance efforts. 

6. In September this year Paul M. Nachtegal completed a 

NIE STUDY ENTITLED "IMPROVING RURAL SCHOOLS," WHICH INCLUDES 



ERIC 



13 



12 



OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS FOLLOWING FIELD VISITS TO 14 RURAL 
SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT EFFORTS. He MAKES A PLEA FOR ACCEPTING THE 

reality of rural america - a pre condition to any reform of 
Federal policy. 

That means: 

o Accepting the fact that rural communities and schools 

ARE DIFFERENT FROM URBAN COMMUNITIES AND SCHOOLS. 

o Accepting the fact that rural communities differ from 

EACH OTHER AND THAT INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE RURAL 
EDUCATION MUST RECOGNIZE THOSE DIFFERENCES. 

o Accepting the fact that rural schools and rural 

COMMUNITIES OPERATE AS A SINGLE, INTEGRATED SOCIAL 
STRUCTURE. 

o Accepting the fact that doing things to or for rural 
communities is inconsistent with rural tradition. 

Accepting rural reality means moving from a generic 
public policy of school improvement to a more differentiated 
policy, one that allows and assists rural schools and rural 

COMMUNITIES TO BUILD ON THEIR STRENGTHS AND OVERCOME THEIR 
WEAKNESSES. ACCEPTING RURAL REALITY MEANS CREATING PUBLIC POLICY 
THAT VALUES AND ACCOMMODATES RURAL CULTURES AND RURAL SCHOOLS, 
RATHER THAN TRYING TO RESHAPE THOSE INSTITUTIONS INTO A LIKENESS 
OF LARGER SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES...." 

er|c 14 
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This new awareness of the reality of rural schools is slowly 
but surely permeating the consciousness of federal policymakers. 
It will be felt in many small but significant ways. For 
example, the pending legislation on the youth act is being 
studied to determine the effects of the formula on small schools, 
as a result of the special desegregation problems of rural leas 
brought to the attention of esaa program managers, the deputy 
Assistant Secretary expressed the possibility of a rural set- 
aside IN THE SPECIAL PROJECTS PROGRAM. THE OFFICE OF SPECIAL 

Education and Rehabilitation instituted a set aside for rural 

HANDICAPPED PROJECTS EARLIER THIS YEAR. In THE COURSE OF WRITING 

the new Asbestos Hazards Act regulations, the unique conditions 
of small schools were recognized by softening the compliance 
standards. the esea tltle i program has appointed a program 
officer to provide technical assistance to rural schools. 

Other consciousness raising to the rural condition will occur 
as rural constituents press their cause and as new insights into 
the rural problem are gained. 

But this brings me to the final caveat. A sobering question 

HAUNTS ME EVEN AS WE TALK OPTIMISTICALLY ABOUT FUTURE PLANS FOR 
THE RURAL EDUCATION. It WAS ASKED AT A RURAL MEETING LAST YEAR. 
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It was this: "What happended to the past rural initiatives - 
the 1974 one, for example"? i would like to believe and i do 
believe, that this effort will be the one that makes a difference. 
There is evidence that this will be the case. But I need not 
remind you that the "squeaky wheel gets the grease." 

Necessarily, it seems, we stress the negative when we describe 
our problems. i wish to emphasize that whatever is said and 
whatever is done should in no way destroy the present strengths 
and advantages of rural schools. 

Some of these are as follows: 
o Rural schools often expose young people to a whole spectrum 

OF SOCIAL VARIATION THAT ENCOURAGES COOPERATION AMONG THOSE 
WHO MIGHT NOT INTERACT ELSEWHERE. THEY SERVE THE SOCIAL 
INTEGRATION FUNCTION IN A DEMOCRACY. 

o Rural schools provide teachers with frequent interaction 
with each child, otherwise known as individualized instruction. 
Such pedagogical innovations are really a traditional part 
of rural education as are other innovations such as non- 
graded classes, cross-age teaching and open classrooms. 
This often leads to greater pupil participation and 
satisfaction. 

1* 

o 
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o Inadequate financial bases force rural schools to utilize 

WHATEVER RESOURCES THEY HAVE MORE EFFICIENTLY THUS AVOIDING 
THE WASTE SOME LARGE BUREAUCRATIC URBAN SCHOOLS, RURAL 
SCHOOLS ARE OFTEN VERY COST EFFECTIVE, 

0 Rural schools often serve as the cultural, social as well 
as intellectual center for rural people. they nurture the 
community and give the people a sense of belonging and caring, 

i therefore agree with the president who said in announcing the 
rural initiative: 

"Rural Americans have extra-ordinary creativity, dedication 
and perseverance - the role of the federal government should 
be to encourage and support the resources and resourcefulnss 
of rural America and be a partner of its local leaders." 

1 will do all f can to ^see to it that rural schools get their 
fair share of federal resources. together, as partners - 
the interests of children in rural america will be better 

SERVED. 



